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County Agent’s Notes:

July 19, 1999

Beneficial insects; good guys of the garden
All insects have some beneficial role in nature. Whether we as humans regard them as
beneficial or destructive depends upon the way they interact with us. They are all part of the
huge ecosystem that operates on Earth. This system has an infinite number of subunits where
plants and animals live together.
A lot of people have a problem with the idea that insects are actually animals. When you
face the fact that all life is divided into the two major categories of plants and animals, insects do
fall on the animal side of the line since they move around under their own power. I’m not going
to tell you elephants and aphids have a lot in common, but in this sense they do.
In the natural world, animals can also be divided into two categories based on the way we
as humans perceive them. Examples are deer, squirrel, game birds, rabbits, etc., which are
hunted for food and may be considered by many as good. The bad ones may include poisonous
snakes, wolves, coyote, fox, crow, beaver, and others, depending on how you feel about them.
As I list these, you may be disagreeing with me because you view these animals in a different
way than I do. The same thing happens when you consider the different insects we encounter in
our daily lives.
Your garden is a small ecosystem inhabited generally by plants and animals. Most of the
animals that live there are insects, although higher forms like deer and rabbit visit on a regular
basis. You as the gardener have a lot of control over how the system works because you control

which plants grow there, and you can also control to a large degree whether insects can survive
there.
Let’s look at the “food chain” in your garden, just to see how the system works. At the
bottom are the plants since they are able to combine nutrients from the soil, water, and sunlight
into food. Food attracts insects, including those which draw liquids from the plants. These
include aphids, thrips, the true bugs like plant bugs and squash bugs; and those which consume
tissue like worms and leaf beetles. Next come the predators like wasps, ants, spiders, and
ladybugs. These predators eat the plant feeders, reducing their numbers and thereby reducing the
amount of damage they do to your plants.
The system is “theoretically” capable of balancing itself, but it seldom does because of
variations in weather and the things we do such as the application of insecticides, irrigation,
cultivation of the soil, and others. Our best approach to making the system work for us it to
become familiar enough with it to recognize when it is helping us and when it is hurting us. As
long as the system is working in our favor, we need to leave it alone. When crop damaging
insects gain the upper hand we have to intervene and take measures to reduce the damage.
Most of the time, when gardeners recognize that damage is being done to their crops,
wide spectrum insecticides are applied which not only kill the destructive insects but also the
beneficial ones. This sets the clock back to zero, and the whole system has to rebuild itself. A
better approach is to target the destructive insects, and to avoid killing the beneficial ones.
We simply do not have insecticides to selectively eliminate destructive pests and leave
beneficials alone in every situation, but there are some cases where this can be done. Examples
of this include products containing Bacillus thuringensis or “Bt” which controls most worms that
cause damage in gardens, insecticidal soaps which suppress aphids and other soft-bodied insects.

Others include nicotine, garlic oil, pepper juice, diatomaceous earth, rotenone, sabadilla,
pyrethrins, and sulfur, all which have positive and negative characteristics. Other methods
include early planting, the use of netting to exclude insects, reflective materials to repel insects
with light, and the planting of companion plants which destructive insects don’t like.
The average home gardener simply does not have time to digest and carry out this
complicated program, but some parts of it are more practical than others. The best way to decide
what to do in your situation is to become familiar with it, and use it as you can with what you
have. The MSU Extension Service has a publication titled “ Organic Vegetable IPM Guide”,
which gives extensive information on all aspects of this subject. Come by or call our office at
for a copy.
The reduction of pesticide use is a way to produce more healthful food for our families. I
seriously doubt we will be able to eliminate the use of pesticides altogether and still feed
ourselves, but any reduction we can make will be a move in the right direction.

